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This Working Paper is part of a series of publications produced during the Data4Ag 
project supported by the Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation 
(CTA), working together with the Pan African Farmers Organisation (PAFO) and 
AgriCord, the global alliance of agri-agencies, mandated by farmers’ organisations. 
 
The Data4Ag project had four components: 1) Field studies, working directly with 
farmers’ organisations in the digitisation of their membership records and farmer 
profiles; 2) Research examining the existing literature and findings from similar work, 
in particular farmers’ data rights; 3) Capacity building, in particular training those 
working with farmers’ organisations on data driven solutions; and 4) Policy 
formulation, for example working with the Global Open Data for Agriculture and 
Nutrition initiative (GODAN) on policy to support the local data ecosystem. 
 
This Working Paper looks in detail at the experiences in southern Africa through the 






The Southern African Confederation of Agricultural Unions (SACAU) has been 
involved in the development of electronic membership data management systems for 
two of its member national farmers’ organisations (FOs).  
 
This paper is primarily based on the practical experience acquired and lessons 
learned from implementation of a specific project on the establishment of electronic 
membership data management systems for the Lesotho National African Farmers 
Union (LENAFU) and the Eswatini National Agricultural Union (ESNAU)1. In this 
regard, the discussion is largely based on a case study which does not draw on 
insights from other experiences. 
 
The main purpose of this Working Paper is to share knowledge, insights and lessons 
learned, as well as to tease out critical issues, with a view to contributing to the 
ongoing discourses on data for agriculture and more importantly to informing the 
conceptualisation, design and implementation of similar initiatives. 
 
Following this introduction, the discussion is presented in three sections as follows: 
Section 1 presents background information about the project in order to provide 
context to the initiative. This is followed by a presentation and discussion of the 
farmer registration exercise itself, including the main challenges and key issues 
encountered, in Section 2. The Working Paper concludes with a discussion of the key 




                                               
1 Country formally known as Swaziland, and ESNAU formally known as SNAU. 
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1 Background  
Membership data is critical, especially for membership-based organisations such as 
FOs. Yet FOs generally have limited information about their members, and where 
membership records are available, they tend to be incomplete, inadequate and 
outdated. As a result, proving or substantiating their membership to stakeholders is 
often difficult, and so is tracking membership patterns and trends. Deficiencies in 
membership data negatively impact FOs in many other fundamental ways. For 
instance, it limits their ability to differentiate and target member services for efficiency 
and better results; it compromises the strength of their collective voice and thus 
effectiveness in their core business of advocacy; it compromises their negotiating 
power in the market and other spaces, and thus ultimately undermines their long-
term sustainability. 
 
Furthermore, basic data on farmers, production statistics, data on access to factors 
of production and other parameters can be of significant interest to a range of 
stakeholders, including private, development and public sectors, as well as to 
research and knowledge institutions. If available and credible, such data can be 
monetised, as some stakeholders will be in a position to pay for it. Furthermore, data 
can also be leveraged for market power, as indeed data is the currency for 
negotiations, advocacy, monitoring, planning, evaluation and for other purposes.  
 
Several factors help to explain the limited availability of membership data in FOs. 
These include manual data collection, which is an expensive and time-consuming 
exercise, especially considering that most smallholder farmers are located in far-flung 
areas; challenges faced in manually updating records on a regular basis; and 
difficulties in manipulating and analysing manual datasets. However, the advent of 
modern information and communications technologies (ICTs) offers a very efficient 
and effective membership data management solution for FOs. Not only does it 
significantly reduce the cost for data collection and processing, but it also enables 
easy update, manipulation, analysis, presentation and storage of data, among others. 
 
The background above provided the rationale and basis for establishing and 
implementing a project on electronic membership data management systems for 
LENAFU and ESNAU. The project was essentially about the introduction of an 
electronic solution to addressing the paucity of membership data in FOs and the 
associated problems and ramifications. The project was expected to result in 
verifiable membership of FOs, enhanced standing of FOs as a source of data on 
farmers, and improved communication with farmers by FOs. The associated outputs 
were timely updating and production of membership records, membership profiles 
and instant communication. The total budget was approximately €218,500 of which 
about 36% was in cash whilst the rest was in the form of contributions in kind by the 
project promoters. Initially designed for a duration of 18 months, it was ultimately 
implemented over 30 months. 
 
The main activities of the project included project planning, recruitment, training and 
deployment of field assistants, stakeholder consultations, farmer mobilisation and 
registration. By the end of the project, a total of 23,000 and 52,000 farmers had been 





2 Farmer registration 
The registration of farmers onto an electronic platform was considered central to the 
creation and management of membership data. This activity was particularly 
challenging; hence it is the central focus of this Working Paper. The presentation 
focuses on the approach to registration that was adopted, the challenges 
encountered, and presents some alternative approaches. 
  
2.1 Approach to registration 
As already alluded to above, the main approach adopted for farmer registration was 
the physical deployment of field assistants/facilitators in various parts of the rural 
areas of the two counties to collect farmer data using questionnaires. A two-day 
induction and training workshop was held in each country for the assistants and the 
project coordinators. The training covered aspects such as the objectives of farmer 
registration, data collection in general, associated challenges and related issues, 
community engagement, as well as how to register farmers using the Agri Dealer app 
on a smart phone, WhatsApp or SMS. The field assistants also undertook practical 
field trial interviews under supervision before they were deployed under the 
supervision of project coordinators.  
 
The process of data collection first involved an explanation of the purpose of the 
exercise to the identified farmer and seeking his/her consent to provide the required 
information. The following details were captured: name, surname, mobile number, 
year of birth, gender, nearest town/village, primary farming activity, whether or not 
the farmer owned land, and affiliation to an FO. These information parameters were 
selected as a starting point on the basis that the information was of a general nature, 
less intrusive and likely to be provided with a relatively high degree of honesty. 
 
The data that was collected was fed, directly or indirectly, into a digital platform that 
had been developed for a separate project which also had a component on farmer 
registration. Membership information that already existed with the FOs on hard copy 
registers or in Excel was also captured and transferred onto the electronic data base.  
 
2.2 Practical challenges  
Several issues arose during the collection of field data from farmers. To start with, 
the original idea was to collect data from those farmers that were already members of 
the respective FOs. In the case of ESNAU, the targeted membership was about 
8,000 farmers, whilst that of LENAFU was 40,000. A key advantage of this approach 
was that existing members would already be familiar with the FOs and would 
therefore be amenable to updating the records that the FOs already had in their 
possession. However, it turned out that this targeted approach was going to be 
difficult to implement, as it was difficult to pinpoint their exact locations: existing data 
bases did not provide for this level of detail. It was then decided that any farmer 
identified by the field assistants would be interviewed, and a question relating to 
whether or not they belonged to the FO would be used to differentiate members from 
non-members. The advantage of this approach was that non-member farmers 
captured would then be targeted membership mobilisation in the future.  
 
Not being able to target already existing members meant that the number of farmers 
to register became potentially very high – in fact too high, which would render it 
impossible to cover all farmers with available resources and time. For instance, in 
Eswatini, the total number of farmers was estimated at well over 100,000. However, 
in the case of Lesotho, this was not such a problem as most of the farmers belonged 
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to a specific commodity association which was targeted for initial registration. The 
final figures of farmers who were registered were 21,838 and 21,928 in Lesotho and 
Eswatini respectively, with about a third of the farmers registered in Eswatini 
indicating that they were already existing members.  
 
During the early stages of the registration process, a challenge was encountered in 
the selection of whose data to record, for instance in situations where both spouses 
were present at the homestead during the interviews. Since there was no framework 
to handle such situations, the field assistants used their discretion, a situation which 
might have led to some distortions in the data collected.  
 
Challenges associated with physically accessing farmers’ homesteads due to, among 
others, limited road network, limited transport options and long distances between 
households were also common. In Lesotho, the topography was particularly difficult 
to navigate on foot and other means of transport. This obviously slowed down the 
pace of registration, thus making the target registration numbers per field assistant 
per day often difficult to achieve. This also exposed the registration process to 
manipulation by the field assistants in their quest to meet their performance targets 
which were linked to the wages. 
 
Then there was the intermittent mobile network connectivity, particularly in Lesotho, 
and limited facilities for charging mobile phones in some cases, which obviously 
impaired the registration process. In such cases, using paper questionnaires or 
recording the answers on paper and transferring the information onto digital 
electronic formats were the main options available.  
 
In addition, some of the mobile handsets were relatively old, had limited battery 
capacity and outdated software that could not handle the Agri Dealer app which was 
the ideal option for on-boarding farmers’ data. WhatsApp and SMS had restrictions 
regarding the number of registration parameters they could handle. In cases where 
direct entry of data onto mobile phones was not possible, the field assistants had to 
complete paper interview questionnaires, then transfer the information onto the app 
later on. 
 
Yet another challenge encountered particularly in Eswatini was that a significant 
number of farmers that were approached were not aware of the existence of the 
organisation. This meant that the field assistants, being on the frontline, had to first 
explain the organisation to the interviewees, a task that they were not well positioned 
to execute effectively, considering that most of them were not too familiar with the 
organisation and its value proposition for selling purposes. Such a starting point 
would have made the immediate task of convincing farmers to voluntarily provide 
good quality information relatively more challenging. Upon realisation of this problem, 
the FO distributed information and publicity material through print and electronic 
media platforms. 
 
According to the design of the project, the immediate objective of farmer registration 
was largely based on better management of membership data and improved 
credibility of the FO. Thus, this value proposition was internal to the FOs themselves. 
Whilst it appeared a compelling value proposition to FOs, such a proposition would 
not be a convincing value offering to farmers. This soon became apparent during 
interactions with farmers, thus the value proposition that was then communicated to 
farmers was one of improved services to farmers, such as better prices and terms 
and conditions for services, inputs and outputs based on the power of numbers. 
However, such benefits would not be immediate and could potentially take some time 
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before being felt on the ground by farmers. In any case, this was outside the scope of 
the current initiative and thus unwittingly promised.  
 
The GPS coordinates were not initially selected as a data collection variable. This 
was largely due to the limited capabilities of the personal cell phones used by field 
assistants in capturing farmers’ data. It was then decided that the geo-location of 
farmers would be collected at a later stage. Instead, the nearest village/town on 
which GPS coordinates were publicly available was used as a proxy indicator for the 
location of farmers. However, whilst this would have been generally adequate in the 
context of narrow scope of the original design of initiative, the need for specific GPS 
locations became an imperative. Pinpointing the exact location of individual farmers’ 
households and/or crop fields significantly enhances the value of existing data as it 
enables other important secondary spatial data to be overlaid or superimposed for 
improved analysis and better insights. However, it was not possible to undertake this 
exercise with the remaining time and resources of the project.    
 
As indicated earlier, FOs had existing membership registers in hard copy files or in 
Excel files. The original idea had been to transfer the data onto the digital platform. 
Unfortunately, this proved challenging for a number or reasons, chief among them 
being that some data variables were missing, and it was costly and time consuming 
updating such information. This was particularly the case in Lesotho where the data 
base had more than 40,000 farmers.   
 
Data integrity is of critical importance as it often underpins critical processes and 
decisions, among others. The quality of the decisions made, as well as the 
associated outcomes, are often as good as the quality of the data used in its design 
and execution. Besides, the value of the data to a potential third party is based on the 
real or perceived quality of that information, and quite often the source of that 
information is used as a proxy in this regard. The point here being the collection and 
management of data is considered a specialised area and FOs are generally not 
considered competent in this field. This perception is a potential threat to the 
establishment of FOs as the repository of good quality data on farmers.  
 
Efforts to ensure good data quality included monitoring and supervision of field 
assistants, as well as the cleaning of the electronic database to rid it of any 
anomalies. In addition, random verifications were made telephonically and physically. 
However, whilst the quality control needed to be better structured and executed, the 
selected data parameters were not considered sensitive and therefore the 
information provided generally not susceptible to falsification.  
 
2.3 Different approaches  
The idea of an electronic membership data management initiative emerged from 
SACAU’s successful piloting of the concept of a “virtual cooperative” for farmers in 
Tanzania. By using a digital platform to aggregate farmers’ requirements for inputs 
and services, as well as supply volumes, it was possible to leverage significant 
volume discounts on input prices as an example. In this pilot, all the discounts were 
given to farmers. Thus, there was a clear, tangible and immediate value proposition 
for farmers’ participation in this initiative. For the platform to function and the value to 
flow, farmers needed to register. Because of the value proposition, the interest in 
farmers to register was not an issue, to the extent that the registration target for the 
pilot was exceeded. Famers clamoured to be registered in order not to miss out on 
the benefits. As they were being registered, a database of farmers was actually being 
developed in the process. It is important to underscore the fact that farmer 
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registration was not the objective, but rather became an outcome from the creation of 
this virtual cooperative. 
 
The pilot illustrated that the registration of farmers is a key starting point, from which 
the concept of electronic membership management came about. However, the value 
proposition for this farmer registration initiative was immediately focused on the FO 
itself. FOs immediately identified with the value proposition associated with improved 
efficiency in the management of membership data and the potential for leveraging 
this data to negotiate better terms and conditions for themselves and farmers. They 
also understood that such value would take time to materialise.  
 
However, while improved efficiencies in the management of membership and the 
associated benefit flow were compelling value propositions for the introduction of 
electronic systems to FOs, it turned out that such a value proposition did not 
resonate well with the farmers to motivate them to go and register by themselves.   
 
This was particularly the case in Eswatini as no immediate benefit was attached to 
the registration process, but rather some promise for future benefit which had no 
definite timeline. In addition, there had been previous efforts by at least one other 
organisation to register farmers on the back of promises that it failed to deliver, and 
this did not help the situation as it created doubt and suspicion/mistrust. This 
situation however immediately changed when ESNAU was commissioned by the 
government to register farmers for the e-voucher national agriculture input subsidy 
programme. This programme was expected to bring significant and immediate 
benefits to farmers which made them self-interested in providing their data to the FOs 
and thus they offered themselves for registration without persuasion. 
 
In Lesotho, the situation was different, as the farmer registration process targeted the 
wool and mohair commodity association which was already involved in the collective 
marketing of this export crop through an agency, as well as the distribution of the 
export proceeds to the farmers. The commodity association was able to leverage on 
its already existing value proportion with its members to get them interested in 
registering.  
 
Econet Mobile Network Operator (MNO), which is headquartered in Zimbabwe, and 
its fintech division have developed a product/service which seems to resonate well 
with the immediate needs of farmers. The product, which is branded Ecofarmer 
combo, was developed in conjunction with the Zimbabwe Farmers Union (ZFU). 
Farmers access the product, which is a combination of crop index insurance, life 
insurance, agronomic tips, weather alerts and ZFU membership subscriptions, 
through their cell phones. They pay for it in the process of recharging their cell 
phones with data bundles and claim pay outs have been made, thus creating the 
trust. There is clear and present value for farmers. Product promotion is very visible 
on different electronic and other platforms, and farmers offer themselves for 
registration in order to access the product. 
 
Thus, Ecofarmer has effectively become a virtual FO – in fact it is commonly referred 
to as an “Ecofarmer club” – which has accumulated various kinds of data in the 
process. This data is now being used to leverage volume discounts for selected 
goods and services from a range of suppliers for access by club members. The data 
which is continuously cumulating can be monetised directly or indirectly and can 
potentially be used in the design and development of new products and services for 





In the relationship between an FO and an MNO highlighted above, the FO does not 
have direct access to the farmers generated by the MNO. Similarly, the scope of the 
partnership appears not to include value sharing from the monetisation of data 
generated from the farmers, nor from the products and services designed or derived 
from such data. These are some of the lessons that could inform the configuration of 





3 Conclusions  
SACAU’s experience provides important lessons and key insights relating specifically 
to the establishment of electronic membership data management systems and more 
generally to the involvement of FOs in data management. It is perhaps worth 
highlighting the fact that agriculture is now information and knowledge intensive, as 
well as data driven. For example, data is central to farmers’ decisions about what to 
produce, where, in what quantities, for whom, when, how and at what price, among 
others. And for FOs, data enables them to stratify its members for targeted and 
differentiated member services, collectively negotiate better prices of goods and 
services for farmers, as well as effectively advocate for better policy and regulatory 
arrangements, among others. Electronic data systems facilitate the handling and 
management of large data sets, thus ICT-enabled data systems are no longer a 
luxury but an absolute necessity. 
 
The new generation of farmers and FOs should be data driven and thus necessarily 
ICT-enabled. Otherwise, they are unlikely going to take advantage of the 
opportunities and manage the associated risk that comes with the advent of digital 
technology, the primary driver of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR). ICTs offer 
perhaps the greatest opportunity for the large-scale transformation of smallholders. 
Farmer re-registration is critical in this regard, as it provides a key element on which 
data harvesting and other value adding services can be provided by FOs.  
 
This Working Paper concludes by highlighting key issues for FOs, as well as actions 
expected of regional farmers’ organisations (RFOs) and PAFO, governments, 
development agencies, the private sector and the farmers themselves.  
 
3.1 Key issues for FOs 
The review of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats has been used as a 
framework for highlighting key issues for FOs in this area. It is postulated that the 
large number of smallholder farmers, the majority of whom are not affiliated to FOs, 
represents potentially a large database for FOs. This opportunity is enhanced by a 
significant network coverage in rural areas and the relatively high levels of cell phone 
penetration amongst smallholder households. Relatedly, cell phones are already 
embedded into the day to day lives of ordinary rural people. All these present positive 
framework conditions for greater involvement of FOs in the generation, application 
and provision of farmer data on a sustainable basis. 
 
In addition, some agents operating in the sector have already expressed interest in 
collaborating with FOs with a view to leveraging FOs’ membership infrastructure for 
mutual benefit. These agents range from a private sector MNO with a fintech division, 
a government department managing a subsidy programme, as well as an 
international relief agency, who have all demonstrated interest and appetite for win-
win partnerships with FOs in this area. 
 
However, the opportunities highlighted above notwithstanding, several issues 
confronted by FOs can be highlighted. These include, among others, low levels of 
awareness, understanding and appreciation of the role and importance of data by 
FOs and farmers – despite it being seen as “the new gold”; low levels of data literacy 
among FOs and farmers, despite agriculture increasingly being data driven; limited 
understanding of the data value chain and the positioning of FOs in this regard; 
inadequate technical and other capabilities to conceptualise, design, develop and 
establish ICT/data infrastructure; limited capacity of FOs to design, formulate and 
implement strategies for monetising data; lack of capacity to negotiate and establish 
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mutual beneficial partnerships with the private sector and other players; limited 
service provision to members, resulting in low visibility and low membership levels; 
reliance on manual membership registers that are difficult to update and manipulate; 
financial sustainability of FOs; inability of FOs to segment and differentiate services 
to their members; and limited capacity of FOs to negotiate better terms and 
conditions for their members and to configure better partnership models with the 
private sector. 
 
With respect to threats, it is very clear that FOs are not the only player in this field 
and by extension not the only custodians of farmer data. Indeed, the collection of 
farmer data is not the preserve of FOs only – far from it. Several economic and other 
agents have large amounts of data on farmers, often much more than the FOs 
themselves. This is due to the fact that farmers interact not only with FOs, but with 
other agencies, including MNOs, supermarkets, middlemen, input service providers 
and others who in the process collect data from farmers (KYC – know your 
customer), including farm data. Often data in the possession of these agents is of 
better quality and is in digital format. 
 
Worryingly, some sections of the private sector have or are effectively establishing 
themselves, or acting, as virtual FOs, using digital platforms through which they are 
able to offer discounted services that they manage to negotiate on the back of their 
large data sets. Farmers clamour to register themselves on these platforms, attracted 
by the services provided, which becomes a costless model of farmer registration.  
 
Other threats and/or weaknesses include the negative stakeholder perceptions 
regarding capabilities of FOs in the field of data; low literacy levels of the majority of 
smallholders; high costs associated with registering farmers in far-flung areas and 
wide geographic spaces; relatively high cost of mobile devices and data services; 
limited network infrastructure; policy and regulatory impediments (e.g. restrictions on 
farmer registration, data privacy laws, data sharing, etc.), and shortcomings in 
development support to FOs – it tends to be largely oriented towards specific aspects 
of the whole, short-duration, sporadic and fragmented in nature, among others.   
 
3.2 Action for PAFO and RFOs 
The area of data for agriculture is relatively new to RFOs and the generality of FOs. It 
is an abstract concept, complex and technical in nature, often requiring relatively high 
levels of academic aptitude for better understanding. One gets a sense from current 
discourses on the subject between and amongst FOs that the discussions are not 
deep enough, and that the perspectives are not well synchronised beyond the 
common political rhetoric that farmers need to have ownership and control of their 
data, and that data is the new gold. 
 
Thus, as a first step, FOs need to have a better conceptual grasp of the subject, 
including the proper place and purpose of data in general, and more specifically the 
realms of possibilities or scope within FOs. Related to this will be the development of 
a better appreciation of the complexity of the field of data, its sensitivities and key 
requirements, as well as the various potential data value chains, among others. 
Indeed, defining the place and role of data in FOs is now urgently needed. 
 
More broadly, the actions expected from PAFO and RFOs need to be contextualised 
within the framework of the main domains of their functions. These can be 
categorised into advocacy, capacity development and provision of information. In this 
regard, the action areas would include advocacy on data-related policies, including 
farmers’ rights to their data and its protection; the unauthorised collection and use of 
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farmer data; participation in the development of global standards on farmer data; 
mobilisation of development resources (technical and financial) to support the 
establishment of data management systems and especially farmer registration 
processes which tend to be very expensive and time-consuming; FO education and 
awareness of the strategic importance of farmer data and understanding the data 
value chain; facilitating cross learning amongst FOs; brokering partnerships between 
FOs and other stakeholders, including investment partnerships in data infrastructure; 
negotiating access by FOs to farmer data that is held by other stakeholders, and 
piloting concepts and ideas such as the potential of virtual data cooperatives at 
regional and global levels. 
 
3.3 Action for governments 
Governments have the responsibility for investment in the necessary public goods 
and services, as well as in putting in place enabling policies and regulations. Such 
public goods include an extensive network of backbone ICT infrastructure in far-flung 
areas which will crowd in private sector investment, thereby enhancing widescale 
connectivity. Fiscal and monetary incentives can also be deliberately purposed to 
stimulate and encourage private sector investment, for example in establishing 
network services in economically deprived areas, as well as in reducing the cost of 
end-user gadgets.  
  
Policies and regulations are vitally important for proper conduct in this field. This is 
underscored by the fact that the collection, storage and management of data has 
increasingly assumed sensitive dimensions and often a contested area. Factors at 
play include the very high valuation placed on data – hence the adage “data is the 
new gold’; the potential risk of sensitive personal data ending up in the wrong hands 
due to theft or security breaches; unethical ways of collecting data; unauthorised use 
or abuse of farmer data; different perspectives regarding who owns farmer data, as 
well as the governance of the data value chain, particularly the fact that farmers get 
very little direct value from it, if at all. Disputes are bound to arise in such contested 
spaces and the establishment of dispute resolution arrangements is within the 
domain of government action.  
 
Governments are major generators, or gatherers, as well as users of farmer data. 
As a generator/gatherer of farmer data, government is expected to provide relevant 
and good quality data to farmers, FOs and other stakeholders on a regular basis, and 
as when required. This will enable analysis, planning and decision making. This is 
considered a public good, and such access should therefore be at the lowest 
possible cost if it is at all priced.  
 
The collection of data specific to farmers by governments at various levels (e.g. local, 
district, up to national) should ideally be undertaken with the involvement of the 
representative structures of farmers. In this way, FOs will have direct access to such 
data without having to pay for its collection. At the very least, governments could 
provide access to such data to FOs.  
 
Better still, in cases where the government requires primary data relating specifically 
to farmers for their planning, programming or other purposes, they should consider 
commissioning FOs to collect such data, perhaps as a collaborative effort. 
 
3.4 Action for development agencies 
The piloting of the idea from which this initiative was conceived was financed by the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) and the Alliance for a Green Revolution 
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in Africa (AGRA). This funding was critical in supporting the technical design and 
procurement of a specialised contractor to undertake the work. As already alluded to 
above, AgriCord and CTA contributed financial resources towards the 
implementation of the practical activities that were undertaken, whilst contributions 
from SACAU and its technical partner were in kind.  
 
The main priority investment areas suggested for development agencies include the 
development/establishment of in-house strategic and technical competencies in FOs; 
procurement of technical, legal and other critical advisory services, particularly at the 
design and development phases, including the development of business models and 
deal structuring; establishment of IT infrastructure; field registration of farmers; 
facilitation of cross learning amongst FOs and monitoring and evaluation. 
 
It is perhaps important to underscore the point that this is a relatively new area for 
development support. There is need for better understanding and appreciation by the 
development community, especially of what it takes in terms of time and financial 
resources to establish electronic databases and the necessary framework conditions. 
Development financing project cycles tend to be short and the funding thresholds 
very low with disproportionately high expectations on outputs, results and outcomes. 
There is need for development agencies to carefully assess the current fragmented 
practice of funding multiple small projects that are short-term in nature, versus that of 
longer duration, strategic and more focused arrangements. It is not as simple as it 
might appear from a technical perspective; soft issues and practical matters are 
important. 
 
3.5 Action for the private sector 
Private sector players are important parts of this ecosystem. These include 
mainstream agribusinesses, financial institutions, supermarkets, insurance 
companies, as well as suppliers of goods and services not directly related to 
agricultural production. Not only are they users of various types of secondary data 
on/about farmers, but quite often they are also involved in the generation of primary 
data from farmers as they interact with them when transacting. 
 
In this initiative, the main private sector entities involved were mobile network service 
providers for communication and data services, and a fintech company that provided 
the digital farmer registration platform as well as technical training of field assistants, 
technical backstopping and data analysis, among others. A fintech company 
providing crop and funeral/life insurance in combination with weather and agronomic 
information to farmers expressed interest in establishing win-win partnerships with 
the FOs, but the idea was not pursued due to the limited resources for follow through.  
 
Farmer data should generally be relevant to the private sector actors. Thus, the 
involvement of appropriate private sector players at the design stage, including the 
identification of relevant information variables, is considered of strategic importance. 
Other things being equal, only when data is relevant to the needs of potential users 
will they likely be willing to pay for it. Thus, apart from defining their data needs, the 
private sector is expected to pay a fair price for access to farmer data that is with 
FOs. Furthermore, there is potential scope for the private sector to co-invest with 
farmers in the generation of data sets that are specifically tailored to specific private 
sector needs. 
 
As generators of farmer data, members of the private sector are effectively data 
aggregators. However, the nature of the data and its magnitude are generally not 
known. Yet such data is potentially useful to farmers and their organisations for 
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planning and other purposes. Therefore, a review of the sector-related data housed 
with various key stakeholders is considered useful, and ways of enabling access to it 
by farmers and FOs as well as other stakeholders would need to be developed. 
 
3.6 Action for farmers 
The majority of farmers, especially smallholders, are generally unaware of the 
importance and value that is associated with the information about them, let alone 
the fact that a number of players are already deriving value from the information 
about them without their knowledge, consent nor getting a share of that value.  
 
The primary action for farmers in this regard therefore is to develop their awareness, 
understanding and appreciation of the importance and value of their own information, 
not only to themselves but to other stakeholders as well. The abstract nature of data 
makes it difficult to understand, thus an approach based on practical illustrations on 
the relevance of the application of data to their own immediate situations is 
considered useful in enhancing this function. The fact that an individual farmer’s data 
is not worth much on its own, but only when combined with similar data from other 
farmers.  
 
The above is considered a critical starting point as it will stimulate interest and action 
by farmers in providing good quality data as requested. Furthermore, by attaching 
value to the data that they are providing, they will be in a better and stronger position 
to exchange their data for goods and services. Indeed, it is possible to negotiate 
better terms and conditions on the back of valuable data. 
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